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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Using a grounded theory approach, this study explores the ways a
diverse group of pre-service student caregivers, new to teaching
and caring for infants, come to understand notions of ‘love’
during an infant practicum course in the United States. Through
analysing weekly dialogue journals and course assignments
produced by each of the 8 participants, we captured their unique
and complex experiences of love and care in the infant room.
Results revealed that for love and trust between student
caregivers and babies to evolve, caregivers need to acknowledge
babies as unique individuals, and commit to getting to know and
understand them in depth. Further, student caregivers develop
intimate caregiving connections and loving relationships with
babies through shared time and space. Loving care for babies
became an integral experience and an essential pedagogical tool
for student caregivers as they developed their professional
identities. Our exploration of the deep and complex connections
between love, care, and education in childcare, which have been
for the most part overlooked, silenced, or simply ignored, has
important implications for re-envisioning the notion of love in
non-familial infant care.
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Introduction
The affective won’t go away. It’s always there, whether researchers admit it or not. The plain
old fact of the matter is that teachers and children have hearts, and those hearts play an enormous part in the teaching/learning process (Foss 1995, as cited in Goldstein 1998a, 30).

Most of what we know about the powerful, long-lasting impact of infant-caregiver
relationships on children’s overall development and lifelong emotional competence is
based on studies of infants and their mothers. With more infants in out of home care
both in the US and abroad, non-familial adults are increasingly responsible for nurturing
their emotional well-being. In the parent-child relationship, we assume that love grounds
these interactions, yet how does this aspect of quality care translate to the childcare
context? (Page 2011)
CONTACT Susan L. Recchia
recchia@tc.edu
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There is no doubt that love and responsive care are seen as essential elements in early
childhood teachers’ practice (Dalli et al. 2011; Goldstein 1998a; Goldstein and Lake 2000;
Lee 2006; Page 2014; Recchia 2012; Recchia, Lee, and Shin 2015). Dalli (2002) found that
motherhood, love, and care discourses are interwoven within early childhood teachers’
talk. However, as Goldstein argues (1998b), ‘love is present … but it is somehow invisible,
transparent, something that has been taken for granted and deemed unworthy of scholarly
attention’ (258). Most often discussed within the affective domain, feelings of intimacy and
love between young children and non-familial caregivers have been overlooked, ignored,
and devalued by the academy (Goldstein 1998a; Hyson 2004).
Interestingly, love has not always been excluded from the field of early childhood care
and education (ECCE). Rather, the current absence of love is a consequence of a sociohistorical struggle to detach education from motherhood and care discourses to gain prestige as a scientific and professional field (Ailwood 2008; Aslanian 2015; Dalli 2006, 2008;
Goldstein 1998a, 1998b). When scientific rationalism gained a new status in the early
1900s, ECCE became attached to the scientific discourse of child development and psychology (Ailwood 2008; Aslanian 2015). Consequently, instead of ‘unseen’ feelings and
the inward modes of inquiry, ‘seen,’ ‘observable,’ and ‘scientific’ modes of knowing
gained popularity. Scientific and rational discourses in ECCE turned the foundational discourses of love unintelligible and love and care in ECCE as a research topic became a
‘taboo’ (Page 2011).
More recently discourses of love and care are beginning to re-emerge in the ECCE literature (Aslanian 2015). For example, the National Association for the Education of
Young Children (NAEYC) – one of the foremost ECE organizations in the U.S – includes
relationships as the first dimension of the NAEYC Early Childhood Program Standards
(2005) and states:
Warm, sensitive, and responsive interactions help children develop a secure, positive sense of
self and encourage them to respect and cooperate with others. Positive relationships also help
children gain the benefits of instructional experiences and resources. Children who see themselves as highly valued are more likely to feel secure, thrive physically, get along with others,
learn well, and feel part of a community. (NAEYC 2005, 10)

As illustrated in the NAYEC standards, ‘warm, sensitive, and responsive interaction’ and
‘positive teacher-child relationships’ are considered central to high-quality early childhood
programmes.
In this context, for some time now, a ‘bold’ group of researchers have been exploring
the complexities of love and teaching in ECCE; they are acknowledging love as essential
in ECCE teachers’ experience and thus calling for re-integrating love in ECCE professional
discourses (Dalli 2006, 2008; Goldstein 1998a, 1998b; Page 2014, 2016, 2017). Based on
participatory observations of early childhood classrooms and an auto-ethnography of
her experiences as a teacher of young children, Goldstein conceptualised a particular set
of feelings as ‘teacherly love’ (Goldstein 1998a, 150). Teacherly love, she explains, is
birthed from teacher’s commitment to their students, grounded in practical knowledge
(i.e. teachers learn to love their students through their practice) and distinctive from
other ways of love, mostly in that it is circumscribed in time and space by the structure
of schooling (Goldstein 1998a). More recently, Page (Page 2011, 2014, 2016, 2017) proposed the concept of ‘professional love’ as one form of love that encompasses intimacy
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between ECCE teachers and young students, in which teachers are self-aware of their feelings and able to decentre to respond to the needs of the children in their care.
Our review of the literature reveals that the historical problematic positioning of love,
care, and teaching is still in force: Scholarship remains limited in explaining how ‘warm,
sensitive and responsive’ teacher-child relationships evolve and, in essence, what they look
like. Additionally, we identify a knowledge gap regarding the conditions that can bolster
the development of loving and caring relationships in educational settings. And last, but
hardly least, while ECCE teachers enounce ‘love’ straightforwardly and unquestionably in
their everyday work lives, scholars rarely name love and replace the term with more scientific and professional descriptors (e.g. responsive, highly-valued, respect, attachment);
‘terms which do not necessarily mean the same thing as love are used’ (Laevers 1997 as
cited in Page 2011, 312). Those scholars who acknowledge love as an essential part of
ECCE are calling for ‘a future where love and care sit re-visioned as (legitimate) elements
of our professional discourse’ (Dalli 2006, 20).
In this paper, we hope to contribute in this regard, by exploring the ways a diverse
group of student caregivers come to understand notions of love while developing intimate caregiving connections with babies. Drawing on their experiences during a onesemester practicum in the infant room of a University-affiliated childcare centre, we
aim to answer: Under which conditions do loving and trusting relationships between
student caregivers and infants emerge? What is the essence of such relationships; i.e.
how are loving relationships in ECCE educational contexts manifested? And, how do
student caregivers make sense of their feelings of love as they develop professional
identities?

Methods
Setting
The Infant Development and Practice course is required of all Early Childhood Masters
students in our teacher preparation programme, located at a University in a large urban
area in the United States. Students engage in a semester long (15 weeks) practicum
spending 12 h per week in an infant or toddler classroom and attend a weekly
seminar designed to bridge theory and practice. Students are expected to get to know
all the infants at their practicum site and to assist the teaching staff in carrying out
the curriculum. In addition, each student is assigned a ‘key’ child, who they observe
and follow throughout the semester and focus on for course assignments. In previous
studies, this opportunity to develop a special relationship with a key child has been
shown to enhance our practicum students’ learning and development as new teachers
(Lee, Shin, and Recchia 2016; Recchia 2016a; Recchia and Shin 2010; Recchia, Lee,
and Shin 2015). As part of their course expectations, students engage in a reflective journaling process with their instructor, sharing insights and raising questions about their
readings and experiences each week. They conduct a home visit with their key child’s
family, which provides an opportunity to learn from the family and to observe their
ways of caring for their child. They also engage with a peer partner to videotape a
session of their classroom practice which is shared with their peers in seminar and
reflected on in a written assignment.
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Participants
Study participants were 8 female students, all of whom were placed in the infant room of
our university-affiliated centre for early care and education (CECE) over the course of two
semesters. Participants were all in their mid-20s and represented diverse ethnicities. All
but one of the participants were working toward their master’s degrees in early childhood
education. Bonnie, who was pursuing her MA in the Teaching of English, was an assistant
in the infant room when the data were collected and was the only participant who had
previous experience working with children under 2 years. Further description is provided
in Table 1 below.
Procedures and data sources
As a uniquely designed course for introducing students to working with infants and toddlers, the practicum that served as the context for this study has been a frequent site of
programme research. The Infant and Toddler Development and Practice course strives
to bring developmental theory to life for students by requiring their participation for a
full semester in an infant or toddler room where quality caregiving practices are
enacted. During their time in the room, students focus on ‘key’ children, taking responsibility for the majority of their caregiving needs, observing them carefully for course assignments, and developing special relationships with them and their families. Student
caregivers represent their key children in our weekly seminar as we discuss infant and
toddler learning and development, often sharing their own new understandings about
the children and their ways of being and learning together.
All seminar participants are routinely asked for permission to use their work for possible research purposes when the course begins. They are provided with a written request
for permission and written and verbal assurance that this is a choice, and their decision
will have no impact on their course grades. Care is given to ethical concerns about protecting students’ privacy and respecting their choices regarding whether to participate in
ongoing research. No student is ever pressured to sign on as a participant, and all participants are assured that efforts will be made to disguise their identities in any public iterations of the research. Students have the option to withdraw from research studies at
their discretion.
All data for this project were collected after the students had completed the course and
practicum and after grades were given. We accessed participating students’ weekly reflective journals, which served as our primary data source, and their course assignments
(Foundation Reading reflections, Video Sharing reflections, Home Visit reflections, and
Table 1. Basic information on student caregivers.
Participant
Lauren
Lucinda
Zhang
Serena
Sarah
Bonnie
Robin
Dorina

Ethnicity

Previous Experience

Euro-American
Latina
Chinese
Latina
Euro-American
Euro-American
Euro-American
Filipina

Day camp and babysitting older children
Teacher and assistant teacher with 3s and 4s
Limited experience with 3s and 4s
Summer camp, assistant teacher 3–6 yr.-olds
Babysitting, assistant with older children
Mother’s home daycare-infants and toddlers
Day camp and babysitting older children
Teacher with 2s and 3s
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Summative Course Evaluations), which were a secondary source of data. The participating
students had all agreed to share their work with the first author, who also served as the
course instructor. Reflective journals, which are ungraded and designed to encourage students to share their ideas freely while raising questions about their practice, have been
shown in previous studies to be an organic, unfiltered data source that captures students’
thoughts and feelings about their experiences in process (Beck 2013; Recchia and Shin
2010). The course assignments also included reflections on students’ experiences, revealing their beliefs, feelings, and views in a more formal way.
Methodology and data analysis process
Drawing on our own past experiences working with infants as well as many years of introducing students to work with infants (Recchia 2016b; Shin 2015), the place of love in early
care and education has long been of interest to us. This study was a first attempt to systematically explore the ways a diverse group of student caregivers, most new to teaching and
caring for infants, grappled with notions of ‘love’ while developing intimate caregiving
connections with babies. We used a grounded theory approach (Strauss and Corbin
1998) as the best fit for the exploratory, process-oriented, and interpretive nature of our
study. Grounded theory helped guide our use of inductive reasoning through emerging
patterns in the data that were ‘likely to offer insight, enhance understanding, and
provide a meaningful guide to action’ (Strauss and Corbin 1998, 12).
We began by gathering data from the aforementioned primary and secondary sources
to create an individual portfolio for each participant. Having access to the combination of
in process reflections provided by the journals and articulations of theory-practice connections offered by the written assignments provided a rich body of data for this purpose. All
three authors independently reviewed the 10 reflective journals produced by each participant over the course of the semester, and the most pertinent course assignments (Foundation Reading reflections, Video Sharing reflections, Home Visit reflections, and
Summative Course Evaluations), searching for repeated ideas, concepts, and emerging categories in response to our research questions, then came together to share insights and
come to consensus on possible codes and categories.
Using an inductive process, we searched for key words, phrases, sentences, and paragraphs that spoke to participants’ unique ways of sharing their personal and professional
experiences and resonated with the construct of ‘professional love’ (Page 2011, 2014, 2016,
2017) or ‘teacherly love’ (Goldstein 1998a). We highlighted places where they raised questions or shared insights about the children or families, the teaching practices observed, the
theories presented in class, or their own emerging feelings about their practice. And we
noted repeating ideas and patterns that indicated they were working to make sense of
their experiences, including changes in their perspectives over time.
Once we agreed on possible codes/categories of meaning, we returned once more to
independently code the data, then compared and contrasted our findings. This back
and forth, careful and comprehensive process provided trustworthiness to our analysis,
which we approached as an interpretive, meaning making process (Marshall and
Rossman 2011) that allowed us to look deeply at the participants’ multi-layered experiences. After a process of in-depth discussion and further analysis, we came to consensus
on five overarching emergent themes which we agreed best represented the data. We
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combed through the data once more to find quotes and passages that illustrated the emergent themes and allowed us to construct a guiding theory for understanding the development of loving teacher-children relationships within the context under study.

Results and discussion
Through our collaborative data analysis process, five major themes emerged: (a) love is
about understanding babies as individual beings; (b) love is about giving and sharing
time and space; (c) love comes to life in everyday shared moments; (d) love transcends
time and space; and (e) love emerges as a critical component in professional infant care
and education.
Love is about understanding babies as individual beings
Our student caregivers needed to experience the process of coming to truly see babies as
individual beings with unique needs, routines, interests, and preferences by spending time
with them and standing back to see and understand them through keen and thoughtful
observation (Dalli et al. 2011; Degotardi and Davis 2008; Recchia and Shin 2010, 2012).
During the first week at the Center, student caregivers were asked to sit back and
observe the infants before interacting with them. Some students expressed initial feelings
of being a little overwhelmed or experiencing ‘a sense of intimidation- being reminded of
how small a child is at 4 months or 7 months old’, (Sarah, Journal 1), but they quickly
understood that infants have unique multimodal communication skills, particular
needs, and preferences in routine, as they expressed in the following journal excerpts.
I watched as the teachers fed the babies, put them down for their naps, and changed their
diapers. Although much of the routine is common sense, it is important to notice the differences in each child’s routine. They eat, nap, and play at varying times. (Lauren, Journal 2)
These children (at such a young age) are able to communicate a lot without telling a word,
they expressed hunger, sadness, tiredness, happiness, etc. I really enjoyed how the teachers
understand and know those children by reading their nonverbal expressions. (Lucinda,
Journal 2)
Before I went to the infant classroom, I thought that babies communicate with other people
through crying. In fact, they are not. They have many different sounds and voices to express
their emotion and thought, like cooing sounds and vowel sounds. (Zhang, Journal 1)

As they spent more time with their key children, student caregivers were able to ‘read,’
‘hear’, and learn more about the key child’s speciﬁc needs, likes, dislikes, and routines,
which allowed them to engage in more attuned, individualised care. Lauren shared:
As I begin spending more time with her, I will learn more about her individual routine, habits,
her likes, and dislikes. For example, I have observed that she gets fussy and squirms during
diaper change. However, as suggested by one of the teachers, if I sing or hum to her or let
her hold something, she is a lot calmer. I tried humming “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” and
it was amazing to see how much calmer she became. (Lauren, Journal 3)

The individualised, responsive care for their key children enabled student caregivers not
only to take care of the infants appropriately, but also to start developing and enjoying
a strong bond with them, as Serena describes in her journal:
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With Franklin [key child] my interactions keep growing … If I am in the classroom he comes
to me when he needs something and I am usually the one to take care of his needs: change his
diapers, make his bottles, put him down for his name, feed him his solids, etc. I love having
the opportunity to do all of this because those interactions are really special and help make
the bond that we share even stronger. (Serena, Journal 7)

Seeing, reading, and listening with mindful attention helped the student caregivers understand the infants as human beings and respect their unique ways of being (Rinaldi 2001).
Taking this approach was an essential foundation for allowing student caregivers to
engage with babies in a more individualised, responsive, and meaningful caregiving
process (Dalli et al. 2011; Jung 2013; Shin 2015). When we are understood, we feel loved
and respected.
Love is about giving and sharing time and space
At first, the students were notably eager to become trustworthy caregivers; as soon as possible, they aimed to ‘earn’ their key child’s trust. They were tempted to jump in right away
and actively participate in the key child’s ongoing play, offering any instant, immediate
assistance that their key child might need, while vigorously seeking physical proximity
to them. As Zhang shared:
At the beginning, I really wanted to build a close relationship with Mario [key child]. So, I
followed Mario everywhere. When he needed help, I was the first to come out and give
him a hand immediately. (Zhang, Journal 10)

The student caregivers seemed to struggle with the difﬁcult task of putting aside their own
need to be useful and their desire to provide constant care and, in Lauren’s words, ‘just be
there for them’. Lauren expressed:
I am also curious as to how she will learn to trust me and if there is something more that I
need to do other than just being there for her. (Lauren, Journal 3)

Then, student caregivers slowly came to realise that, though well intentioned, their efforts
were unsuitable, if not counterproductive. Close proximity neither provided the babies
with time and space to manifest themselves as unique individuals, nor let student caregivers know their key child in depth. These eager initial approaches were lived by the
infants as intrusive and limiting, rather than caring and loving. Student caregivers progressively gained the insight that they needed to be patient, step back, and observe the
key child attentively, as Lauren described:
Since I am a new person in Victoria’s [key child] life, I have been thinking a lot about how to
interact with her in such a way that she does not get so overwhelmed that my good intentions
backfire. It is very tempting to want to approach her and jump in and play with her. However,
I decided to begin with a more cautious approach, observing her from the floor across the
room. (Lauren, Journal2)

Not only did the student caregivers need time to understand the babies, babies also needed
time to get to know their key student caregivers, highlighting the reciprocal nature of the
relationship building process. Rather than imposing their own agenda and schedule in
responding to babies, it was necessary for the student caregivers to provide time and
space for babies to understand and learn to trust the people around them. As Lucinda
shared in her journal, we need to let babies respond to us on their own terms.
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They also mentioned how I was showing a patient attitude towards the children; waiting for
them to respond to me and letting them get to know me better. For example, that day Ariana
[key child] invited me to her game; she has been very selective about who she plays with and
the fact that she invited me to her play made me realize she is starting to know me and to
understand I have given her appropriate space. (Lucinda, Journal 4)

Many of our student caregivers began the infant practicum eager to have the babies
respond to them (Recchia, Lee, and Shin 2015), thinking less about the infants’ needs
and ways of being than their own desires for feedback. Over time, they came to realise
that building authentic relationships with infants takes time. Dorina spoke to this in
her journal, saying ‘The relationship did not form overnight. It proved to be an extremely
hard process to get one child to trust me’. As paradoxical as it may sound, establishing
an intimate, close connection requires allowing relationship partners some distance and
giving them time to get to know each other (Lee 2006; Page 2014; Recchia 2012;
Recchia, Lee, and Shin 2015). These ﬁndings also highlight that babies are playing an
active role in the relationship building process; a caring relationship encompasses the
two-way process involved as infants and student caregivers learn to respond to one
another’s unique needs, intentions, and feelings (Noddings 2003; Page 2014; Shin 2015).
Love comes to life in everyday shared moments
As student caregivers and babies spent more time together and better knew each other,
caregiving moments became more personal and less routine-like. Student caregivers
began to experience more intimate and stronger emotional connections and emotional
rewards in caring for their key children (Edwards and Raikes 2002; Lee, Shin, and
Recchia 2016). Sarah shared:
I feel more attached myself to Clara where I really look forward to being in the classroom. I
think as my relationship has bonded more with Clara on a personal level, it becomes less
routine-like and more [about] enjoying the time spent in the classroom and just knowing
Clara’s personality on a different level. (Sarah, Journal 9)

When student caregivers developed deeper knowledge and greater understanding of their
key child, they became more attuned to their key child’s needs; this attunement was
reﬂected in their ability to respond to their ‘clues’ and needs more effectively. While
reﬂecting on a video-recorded activity, Zhang stressed:
I can see the trust relationship between us. When he needs help, or wants to share his happiness, he will turn toward me and give me the clues. For example, when he got stuck trying to
grip the crayon from the narrow space, he turned toward me and made sounds to ask my help
and I can read his clue immediately. (Zhang, Video Share Reflection)

As Bonnie beautifully described below, individualised caregiving moments provided
unique opportunities to experience special and intimate interactions with her key child,
while slowing down, working in ‘baby time,’ just completely enjoying being in the
moment with a baby, and thus experiencing love and intimacy as essential components
of their profession.
This week I got to spend a lot of time with Rafa, working on continuing to build my relationship
with him. On Tuesday I was able to play with Rafa a lot in the afternoon one-to-one because
many of the other infants were sleeping. I sat with Rafa while he jumped off of the riser and
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helped him navigate his play with the other children once they woke up by pointing out the
positives in his interactions with the infants. He seemed to really respond to this reinforcement,
happy that I was positively acknowledging what he was doing. One particular moment really
stuck out to me that I shared with him during the caregiving process that made me realize how
important caregiving moments such as changing, feeding, etc are. I was able to slow down and
work in “baby time” with him. (Bonnie, Journal 7)

Lucinda’s description of her interaction with Maria further illustrated the power of
emotional engagement and physical and emotional presence that takes place between
infants and caregivers, articulating the heightened level of love and intimacy that has
become a part of their relationship.
I really enjoy Maria’s nap time; I consider this a very important time to bond with each other.
First, when taking the bottle Maria makes eye contact with me, touches my face and I sometimes talk to her. Then, when it is time to sleep she just puts her head on my chest and I sing
to her when she cries a little bit because of the tiredness, and that calms her down. (Lucinda,
Journal 6)

The heightened level of intimacy, love, and feelings that develop between infants and nonfamilial caregivers has been ignored and devalued in the scholarly literature (Hyson 2004).
Yet, we observed love as highly apparent in our data, reﬂecting a process that infants and
student caregivers develop together, that is deeply embedded in daily routine practices
(Goldstein 1998a; Goldstein and Lake 2000; Page 2014; 2016, 2017).
Love transcends time and space
Worth noting, student caregivers enounced and enacted their feelings of love towards the
infants without questioning them at all. For instance, the strong emotional connection
Bonnie established with babies made her think and care about them beyond the bounds
of school:
I was explaining to my mom how much I think about [CECE] on the days that I am not there. I
wonder what the babies are doing, how the day is going, etc. It is very neat to have [CECE] and
the teachers, students, parents, and infants on my mind beyond work. (Bonnie, Journal 3)

Babies can grow and develop at an amazing speed, yet also at their own pace. Watching her
key child master major milestones that were a little slow in developing, Robin became
emotional and began to cry tears of joy, as she was proud of the child and thankful that
she could be a part of his developmental journey:
On Tuesday when I recorded my student activity, Milton [key child] went from laying down,
to crawling, and then sitting up and reaching for the bubbles I was blowing. When I showed
the video to my class, I began to tear up. I was so proud and thankful that I was able to witness
Milton’s milestones. (Robin, Journal 9)

Although the student caregivers were comfortable about expressing loving feelings, particularly toward their key children, they struggled with the fact that ‘teacherly love’ is circumscribed in time and space to the academic calendar and school structures (Goldstein
1998a). When Lauren realised that she would not be in the Centre the next day, which was
her key child’s ﬁrst birthday, she felt sad and acknowledged her growing attachment to
‘this sweet baby girl.’
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Tomorrow is Victoria’s [key child] first birthday and I am sad to be missing it. I’m starting to
feel very attached to this sweet baby girl. (Lauren, Journal 6)

The strong connection Robin was experiencing with Milton made her feel sad as the semester was coming to an end.
Mitlon is also starting to recognise me and smile when I walk into the room. He giggled when
he saw me enter his apartment as well as when I walked into the classroom the other day. I
am going to be sad when I have to leave Milton in a few weeks when the semester is over.
(Robin, Journal 8)

Caring for infants often brings out forgotten memories of our students’ own early experiences, which we bring to life in our seminar discussions. One student caregiver shared how
the practicum made her think back to her early experience with her nanny, who remained
with her family for many years. She now sees the loving care her ‘Yaya’ provided as an
exemplar of professional teaching and caring.
Aside from my parents, it was from my Yaya that I felt how it is to be loved genuinely and
unconditionally. She was not selfish with her time with me, as she recognised the importance
of my parents’ primary role in bringing me up. When I think about it, my relationship with
my Yaya is one of the greatest influences in my dream of becoming a teacher. She fueled my
desire to become a teacher for young children because she instilled in me the human capability of giving and sharing herself to others, the way she did with me. In hindsight, I’m pretty
sure what I feel now – about seeing Loretta grow right before my eyes, taking pride in seeing
Loretta develop each day, the appreciation I felt when Roland (father), Cheryl (older sister),
and Loretta acknowledged me outside the classroom/school setting, among others – is what
my Yaya feels when she thinks about me and my siblings, especially after 27 years of being
with our family. In a way, what I’m learning here makes me appreciate my Yaya so much
more than I always have. It leaves profound feelings, seeing things come in full circle,
somehow. (Dorina, Journal 6)

We see in these poignant expressions how the student caregivers’ feelings went beyond the
limits of the educational context. Connecting emotionally and loving the babies was lived
as a core element of the student caregivers’ practice (Elfer and Dearnley 2007). Building
trustworthy relationships resulted in their feeling strong emotional attachments with
the babies, and these emotional connections became an essential pedagogical tool in
caring for the infants, described in further detail in the following section.
Emerging ‘professional love’
As our student caregivers reflected on what they were learning about teaching and caring
for infants over the course of the semester, we began to see subtle shifts in the ways they
were thinking about their professional role. They raised questions about what it means to
be an infant teacher (Manning-Morton 2006), commented on how teaching infants is
different from teaching older children (Degotardi and Pearson 2014), and shared their
thoughts about the ways they showed ‘professional love’ (Page 2014, 2016, 2017) by
becoming ‘a trustworthy caregiver.’ In their final journals, both Lauren and Lucinda
described how their ideas about being an infant teacher changed over time.
Now that it is the end of the semester, I see myself as a trustworthy caregiver to Victoria [key
child] and all of the other infants in the classroom. … I have also come to learn that being a
trustworthy and loving caregiver also means that an infant may not cling to me all the time but
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may instead use me as a secure base. From an outside perspective, it may not look as though
they are showing trust or that they need you, but it is just that; they understand that you will be
there for them when they need it most and they feel free to explore. (Lauren, Journal 10)
I have also learned to give children space, so they can freely explore, but at the same time be
available for them. Respect is a basic and important concept to have in mind when interacting
with children, especially this age. Treating a child with respect means to provide a secure
environment, to take into consideration their opinion and feelings, to express what is happening around them, and to understand their rhythm and routine. When respecting a
child, we also need to provide them with meaningful experiences and opportunities, so
they can develop in all different domains and create a positive sense of their world.
(Lucinda, Journal 10)

The infant practicum engages a teaching framework designed to encourage inquiry and
ongoing reﬂection (Recchia and Shin 2010) as student caregivers learn to teach and
care for a group of infants. Focusing on a key child throughout the semester allows students to develop a deeper connection with at least one child and family as they discover
the complexities of infant development, teaching, and learning (Dalli et al. 2011; Lee,
Shin, and Recchia 2016). Student caregivers discussed the profound impact of these connections on their learning and their growing sense of themselves as infant teachers.
Connecting with Clara and building a relationship with her was really special to me. I think in
any classroom setting it is natural to become attached to the children you are surrounded by.
That is for sure the most stimulating thing to me and I know that is why I love being around
children so much! The bond that one can form with a child, and even an infant as small as Clara,
is really remarkable. Professionally it is something I never take for granted and I cherish each
and every bond I have with students … . no matter what, children will connect with you if your
passion and love for them is there as well. (Sarah, Summative Evaluation)

Having the opportunity to connect with their key child’s family also added to participants’
sense of themselves as partners in caring for infants and supporting their well-being.
This experience allowed me to appreciate the importance of learning about our students’ life
outside the classroom. It gave me a new perspective and it also helps the parents learn more
about the person who is taking care of their child. It provides an opportunity to create a trusting relationship between caregivers, and it also allows the teacher to create a better experience
for the children in the classroom, including their funds of knowledge, family values, and
activities. (Serena, Home Visit)

Our student caregivers shared reﬂections on the ways that caring for babies took on new
life as they developed more meaningful ways of being with them and sharing in their daily
routines and activities. Through these daily practices and meaningful interactions with
babies, student caregivers came to experience ‘professional love’ (Page 2011, 2014, 2016,
2017). They began to feel differently about their caregiving role, and to make connections
between their ways of being with the babies and their own professional development.
I changed my way to see babies as human beings instead of just taking care of them. I know
they have thoughts and needs just like adults. Also, I have learned the skills of taking care of
babies such as changing diapers, feeding foods, and playing with them. The most important is
to stay back and be hands-off to give children space to explore by themselves. I also gave
myself room to explore and learn how I can provide appropriate and effective supports
with the children. By watching children exploring and developing, I was exploring my
roles and my space. (Zhang, Summative Evaluation)
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In her book, The Philosophical Infant, Gopnik (2010) discusses how ‘the love we feel for
children has a special quality of both particularity and universality’ (241). Through loving
one child deeply, we develop a sense of what all children need. This quality was demonstrated by our participants as they began to extend what they were learning in the context
of a special relationship with an individual child to a more global understanding of what it
means to be a professional infant caregiver. In her reﬂection on one of the course readings
(Lieberman et al. 2005), Bonnie shares the ways that she now thinks about her professional
role, illustrated through her relationship with her key child.
The pivotal intimate moments that a parent has with their child in the nursery help build the
love and connection between the two. It is a key to the development of a strong relationship.
Lieberman’s point can be connected to the moments I have with children inside the classroom. I use bottle feedings and rocking certain infants to sleep as time to build a similar connection with the infant as a parent might have. I want to extend the love and security that is
felt at home to their daily environment. I feel that oftentimes children can feel neglected in a
child care or day care setting because they are among many other children around the same
age as them, all with similar needs in a closed space. I try and use my caregiving moments, a
diaper change, a book reading, a bottle to connect and communicate with that specific child
that I understand them, and love them, and hear them. (Bonnie, Foundation Readings
Reflection)

Loving care, as described by our student caregivers, is more than a set of teaching techniques or philosophies. Rather, it is a way of nurturing children’s emotional well-being
through deep connections that emerge through the time and space of being with babies.
Caregivers learned to truly care for infants by having the chance to experience what it
feels like to be physically and emotionally available to them (Elfer and Dearnley 2007;
Manning-Morton 2006; Recchia and Shin 2010), and to receive the infants’ reciprocal
responses in return. Learning through relationships happens for caregivers and babies
together. It is through this process of developing caring relationships that their appreciation for and genuine delight in the infants they come to know emerges. This relationship-building process becomes the core of the infant curriculum (Recchia 2016a) and is
at the heart of student caregivers’ newfound professional identities (Shin 2015).

Conclusion
Discussions around feelings of love and intimacy have become absent within ECCE scholarship, particularly as the scientific discourses of child development and psychology have
come to dominate the field (Ailwood 2008; Aslanian 2015; Goldstein1998a; Hyson 2004).
However, our findings illustrate the ways that loving relationships do emerge and evolve
through the infant caregiving process, and how that love becomes deeply embedded in
early childhood teachers’ work, as supported by previous research (Dalli et al. 2011; Goldstein 1998a; Goldstein and Lake 2000; Lee 2006; Page 2014, 2016, 2017; Recchia 2012;
Recchia, Lee, and Shin 2015). In particular, results from this study add to current understandings of ‘professional love’ (Page 2014, 2016, 2017) and ‘teacherly love’ (Goldstein
1998a) by describing how loving relationships between student caregivers and infants
develop and what they look like in practice, as well as the contextual conditions that facilitate the emergence of ‘professional love’ (Page 2014, 2016, 2017) in teacher-child
relationships.
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As Gopnik (2010) argues ‘It’s not so much that we care for children because we love
them, as that we love them because we care for them’ (243). It is in the actual practice
of caring and the reciprocal exchanges that take place within daily caregiving routines,
that we find opportunities for deep connections with babies. As our data show, love
was enacted in everyday ‘routine’ practices (e.g. changing diapers, feeding the babies,
putting babies to sleep), becoming an essential pedagogical tool in those teachable
moments in which intimacy and strong emotional connections emerged. In this sense,
findings from our study confirm the value of integrating hands-on practicum experiences
with infants in early childhood teacher preparation, to provide opportunities for preservice teachers to learn not only what responsive, loving care looks like but also how it
feels. Infant practica provide multiple opportunities and valuable time to practice and
develop observation skills, individualised care, collaborative partnerships with families,
and, foremost, teacher-child loving relationships. (Beck 2013; Lee 2006; ManningMorton 2006; Recchia 2016a, 2016b; Recchia and Shin 2010; Recchia, Lee, and Shin 2015)
Our students clearly articulated their evolving sense of the importance of building
relationships with infants through shared time and space. Learning about relationships
requires being part of them; authentic relationships happen in real time. They also
came to understand that love in ECCE is about understanding babies as individual
beings with unique needs and feelings. Hence, though eager to ‘express love’ towards
their key children, our student caregivers needed to step-back: They needed to give the
infants significant time and space in order to ‘truly see them,’ know them individually,
and respond to their unique needs accordingly. For ‘professional love’ (Page 2011,
2014, 2016, 2017) to emerge, instead of ‘following the babies everywhere,’ the caregivers
needed to respect the babies ‘just by being there for them.’ Providing the time and
space needed for student caregivers to be able to learn about themselves and about
babies is critical to being able to enact ‘professional love’, which requires caregivers to
look beyond their own desires to respond to the needs of the children in their care
(Page 2014). Our focus in teacher preparation must be on the quality of time our
student caregivers spend with babies or young children rather than simply the quantifiable
number of fieldwork hours devoted to this age group.
Nurturing the development of this kind of caregiving competence requires a well-structured support system in which practicum students can learn to care with love (Dalli et al.
2011; Degotardi and Pearson 2014; Lee 2006; Lee, Shin, and Recchia 2016; ManningMorton 2006; Recchia 2016a, 2016b; Recchia, Lee, and Shin 2015; Shin 2015). Understanding the nuances and complexities of relationships cannot happen by simply observing, or scoring a checklist on quality interactions (Jung 2013). Multiple opportunities for
student caregivers to reflect on their practice, and to share their reflections and receive
constructive feedback and professional guidance are essential to this process (Beck
2013; Degotardi and Pearson 2014; Recchia 2016a). Additionally, our findings show
that the act of focusing on a key child as part of their professional preparation helped
to create an opportunity for student caregivers to invest in being with and learning
more about a particular infant, which served as a catalyst for developing more meaningful
relationships and understanding their impact on infant development, as articulated in previous research (Dalli et al. 2011; Degotardi and Pearson 2014; Lally, Mangione, and Signer
2002; Lee, Shin, and Recchia 2016; Margetts 2005; McMullen and Apple 2012; NICHD
1996; Raikes 1993; Zero to Three 2007).
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Our results not only confirm that love is deeply embedded in daily practices, but also
speak to the importance of acknowledging the active role that infants play in the relationship-building process (Noddings 2003; Page 2014; Shin 2015). Loving care is not about
what student caregivers can do for infants. Rather, students must figure out what infants
need and want, and how to meet their needs responsively as they co-construct relationships
with them. Just as Goldstein (1998b) asserts that ‘Intimacy embodies trust, the sharing of
meaningful experiences, a degree of mutuality and reciprocity among participants’ (260),
we found that infants also need time to get to know their caregivers in order to fully
trust them and to comfortably express their needs, preferences, and interests. This reciprocal ‘getting to know you’ process is a precondition for synchronous relationships, which can
bring joy, emotional rewards, and ‘love’ to professionals and the infants in their care (Noddings 2003; Page 2014; Shin 2015). Finally, we found that teachers’ feelings of love transcended the time and space of the ECCE setting. The student caregivers acknowledged
their ways of thinking and caring about the infants beyond the bounds of the practicum.
Interestingly, they reflected on such strong attachments positively: Rather than conceiving
of love as conflicting with professionalism, loving their students turned out to be a core
element of their emerging professional identities. While our study contributes to the
growing discussion regarding the complex and intricate connections among love, care,
and education, we acknowledge its limitations. This study was conducted in a University-affiliated setting, which might be viewed by some as an ‘ideal’ teaching environment,
thus limiting the generalisability of our findings. Our student caregivers were also highly
educated, demonstrating excellent written and verbal communication skills as well as critical reflective thinking skills. We understand the privileges of our setting, and the exceptionalities of our model of exemplary practice. Using a grounded theory approach, it was our
aim to bring forward human experiences regarding ‘love,’ rather than seek single, universal,
and generalisable truths (Strauss and Corbin 1998). We believe, however, that the ideas
uncovered in this study about the development of loving relationships in ECCE work
are not unique to our setting (Dalli 2002; Goldstein1998a; Goldstein and Lake 2000).
We hope that our findings will engender further discussion and study about optimal
ways to prepare future teachers to work with babies to increase the quality of our youngest
children’s daily experiences in early care and education.
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